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"Abide in me", "love one another," and "bear much fruit": these simple phrases communicate some powerful concepts. We understand "love one another" and "bear much fruit" pretty well, because those words are in our everyday vocabulary. "Abide in me" takes a little more thought. Abiding can mean to wait for, to endure without yielding, to bear patiently, to accept without objection, and other things, too. For help in understanding the meanings of "abide in me" in our gospel and epistle lessons I am indebted to Linda McKinnish Bridges and her book The Church’s Portraits of Jesus, in which we see different pictures of Jesus in each of the gospels. The portraits of our Lord that emerge result from the dynamic interplay between the author and the realities of life for the Christians in their communities. We realize as we read the gospel record that each community finds its own way to abide in Jesus and to bear its particular fruit.
In Mark, Jesus ministers in a world where suffering is rampant and even his closest associates understand very little of his mission and message. The Markan community was under stress and struggling to find its unique identity in a world hostile to the radical changes that Jesus’ ministry inaugurated. Abiding in Jesus for them meant enduring without yielding to the pressures to embrace a rigid religious system. By abiding in the vine, the community of Mark learned to love one another by becoming the voice of liberation for the oppressed, their particular fruit.
For Matthean Christians, Jesus is Rabbi or teacher. We believe Matthew was written for a community of Jewish Christians who were trying to follow The Jesus Way while maintaining allegiance to their treasured religious heritage. For this church, abiding in Jesus meant accepting without objection the new teachings that set people free from their enslavement to the letter of law and by loving one another in this way, the Matthean branch bears the fruit of witnessing to the changes that occur when right belief is translated into right action.
The writer of Luke introduces Gentile Christians to a Jesus at work and at table, meeting the concrete physical needs of the "not-so-pretty" people of the world. This Jesus, with his lack of concern for social and religious propriety, spoke to a wealthy congregation trying to understand how to turn their faith into actions in a world gripped by poverty. Abiding in Jesus for Luke’s congregation meant bearing patiently the pain and rejection that comes with abandoning social mores and conventions. In doing so, they branched out and blossomed to produce the fruit of a more egalitarian society where love one another means all are welcome at the Lord’s Table.
The Johannine community was diverse ethnically and theologically and was living in a harsh new reality. Recently expelled from the synagogue and no longer under the protection that Romans had extended to the Jews, persecution was a looming reality. In John, Jesus is portrayed as the light of the world. Here we see Jesus as the preexistent power through whom all that is was created, but whose power to save is ultimately connected to his willingness to suffer. This Jesus is the Christ, the Lamb that takes away the sins of the world. For the Johannine Christians, abiding in Jesus meant taking refuge from the assaults that threatened to destroy their lives together. Loving one another bore the fruit of an unshakable hope that God would not have sent his son to die if we were not to be saved by it.
Each of the gospel portraits helps modern readers understand the ways the early church experienced the mission and ministry of Jesus in their context. 
What about our context?
What does abiding in Jesus look like for this community of faith? We share a couple of characteristics with the church of the Gospel of John. We are probably more diverse than most Baptist churches. We have members from several different faith traditions who have found a place of service here. However, I think we are most like the church we meet in the pages of the Gospel of Luke. Watts Street is a faith-in-action church. Through Habitat for Humanity, Peace and Reconciliation, IHN, and other ministries Watts Street demonstrates her love and care for all of God’s children, but especially for the least and the lost. We must admit that most of us are fairly well off, economically, but we go out of our way to act on our concern for the poor and the hungry. We often abide in Jesus and demonstrate our love for one another by sounding the call to reject popular sentiment on issues like the death penalty and unfettered patriotism. In this way, we bear the sweet fruit of compassion and caring during every season of the year.
For all our wonderful characteristics, though, I wonder if we are just a little bit too comfortable with our identity as theologically and doctrinally diverse workers for social justice, economic opportunity and responsible government. When we build houses for the homeless, or prepare food for the hungry, Watts Street is in the zone: that special realm of performance where our experience and training make projects flow and results materialize seemingly out of proportion to the effort that we put in. The danger in comfort, of course, is that our actions can become simply habit. Our desire to love one another can be transformed into an obligation that is grudgingly met by doing the same things we have always done in the same way we have always done them.
The very neat thing about the metaphor in our gospel lesson is that it emphasizes the importance of active exchange between the vine and the branches. In nature, the vine needs the branches to survive. Without the branches there can be no leaves, and without leaves no way for the plant to convert water, carbon dioxide and sunlight into the food energy that supports the vine. The branches are also where the fruit grows and, without those attractive morsels, the next generation’s seeds would never be spread onto other fertile ground. No matter how vital a vine, it must have progeny to continue the species. The same is true for the relationship between church and the Savior. 
The role of the church is to provide the energy and the mechanism for the continued growth of the Kingdom of God. If we as a church are only willing to do what we know we can do well, we will miss the opportunities to branch out into unfamiliar territories and forgo our chance to cultivate new fields for the vine grower. How do we keep from going stale or, worse yet, dying on the vine? 
We keep from going stale by trying new things while we abide in the life-giving vine. This is pretty scary stuff for most of us. We are comfortable with what we know and we like the feelings of competence that we have doing it the way we’ve always done it. When we seek to widen our horizons, we can learn some basic techniques from the sages that can help us branch out into unfamiliar areas of experience and service.
 
Nicholas Herman was a French soldier who suffered a devastating wound during the 30 Years War. His injury affected one of his legs and impaired his ability to get around. His post-war occupation was as a footman and he described himself as quite clumsy. When he felt called to enter a Paris monastery during his middle age he took the name Brother Lawrence. He thought his physical limitations would be overcome by the severe chastisement of the priests and monks helping him to conform to the regimented life they had chosen. Instead, he found a home where he was loved and accepted despite his impairment and he blossomed into one of the significant forces in that institution. As he neared the end of his life, his influence had been so profound that he was interviewed and his responses were collected into a pamphlet first published in about 1655 called "The Practice of the Presence of God." Brother Lawrence used techniques that helped him abide in the vine and love his fellow man.
Sometimes it is hard to love one another. We have all confronted folks who seem to bristle when we ask how we can be of service. When we run into that kind of resistance, we can take a lesson from Brother Lawrence. The thing that attracted the attention of others was his constantly serene demeanor and his ability to completely dedicate himself to the seemingly small tasks of working as a helper in the kitchen and in the cobbler’s shop. When he had a difficult job to do Brother Lawrence put every bit of his attention into the task at hand. This practice reminds me of Buddhist mindfulness, where an individual is completely present to the person or activity of the moment. When we are called to do something that we aren’t sure we will be good at, we take a lesson from Brother Lawrence and put our attention completely into what we are trying to do. If we remember that the opposite of love is not hate but indifference, it is easy to understand why the people around Brother Lawrence were sure he loved them. He gave others his complete attention. When we do the same thing, even if we are unsure about what to do help or how to achieve a goal, we will communicate our love for one another and bear the good fruit of genuine concern and regard. 
After we have figured out loving one another, we still have to do the work of abiding in the vine. We will have to practice enduring without yielding when we stand firm against a tide of resistance to the work God has called us to do. We will need to bear patiently the burdens of becoming a more diverse community when most churches are satisfied when the people sitting on your right and left in the pew look just like you. We will have to accept without objection the call to the mission of peacemaking. Where will we find the inspiration to do all of that abiding? Brother Lawrence had a simple suggestion. He explained he did every job only concerned about manifesting the love of God and gave not a single thought to how his work would be perceived by the people around him. When he was able to manifest a virtue he thanked God for the opportunity and when he fell short he immediately took responsibility for his failure, accepted the forgiveness offered in Christ and gave it not another thought. That way, he was always ready to give his full attention to the task at hand and did not have to divide his mind worrying about how his work would be perceived. If we follow Brother Lawrence’s example, we will be able to branch out into new territory and take on unfamiliar tasks because our motivation will only be to manifest the love of God and we will be set free from our concerns about how our efforts will reflect on us.
I know this idea is going to be a stretch for many of us. I have always been a firm believer in the virtues of preparation, practice and more practice. Winging it is not one of my gifts by any stretch of the imagination. Still, I have found when there was no opportunity for preparation; I could step out on faith and find myself equal to a task, even if I had never done it before. If we are willing to try our best in the moment, using the tools we have to work with, we just may be surprised how we can do things we aren’t used to doing. Let’s try it shall we?
You know that Watts Street has a reputation for pretty high church worship style. Yes, Bach Cantatas in German with period instruments would constitute high church even outside the world of Baptists. But today, let’s try to be a bit closer to a down-home style. Choir, I am going to need your help. We’re going to sing a bit of Marching to Zion: a verse or two and the chorus, a few times. Sing along whether or not you like the sound of your voice, clap your hands, pat your feet even though this isn’t in the order of worship and it’s not something we do all the time. Let’s just try it and see how if feels. Remember Brother Lawrence; put your whole mind and heart and body into the song. Don’t worry about whether you’re on pitch or on the beat, this is an act of worship, not a performance. Be present to the moment and feel what it is like to abide in the vine even if it feels like you are in unfamiliar territory. Let’s see what good fruit we can bear just by trying.
You see, even when we are on ground we don’t often travel, we can bear good fruit when we just abide in the vine. It works with a song. It can work for any mission or ministry God calls us to, whether we feel prepared or not. So here is our simple recipe for branching out into new territories. Love one another, abide in the vine. If we do that, the fruit will come. 
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